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A Caracas military court sentenced each of 15 government security force agents to seven and a
half years in prison in connection with the October 1988 massacre of 14 villagers near El Amparo.
El Amparo is located along the Colombian border, on the banks of the Arauca river. The soldiers
and police agents defended their participation in the massacre as a necessary measure against
what they thought was a group of Colombian rebels. According to the military court decision,
the agents were guilty of having used "excessive force," but they acted in compliance with their
duties and under orders from superiors. Convicted agents include six members of the judicial
police (PTJ), five officers from the secret police (DISIP) and four Army officers. Five other police
officers and one civilian were acquitted, while four others involved in the massacre are currently
fugitives. Despite testimony to the contrary by two survivors of the massacre, the court upheld the
soldier's argument that an armed clash with the villagers had occurred. An earlier congressional
investigation into the massacre had revealed that the security forces attacked the unarmed civilians
unprovoked. In addition, independent forensic studies cited in the report from the congressional
investigation revealed that some of the victims had been tortured and many were shot in the back.
Others were shot in the head at very close range, indicating a "coup de grace." Further contradicting
the defense argument that the villagers were shot during an armed clash, none of the government
security agents involved was injured in any way. The non-governmental Venezuelan Human Rights
Education- Action Program (Programa Venezolano de Educacion-Accion en Derechos Humanos,
PROVEA) characterized the sentences as "a mockery of justice." The case has also been brought
before the Inter- American Human Rights Commission of the Organization of American States
(OAS), which has not yet issued a ruling. (Sources: Agence France-Presse, 03/02/93; Spanish news
service EFE, 03/02/93, 03/03/93)
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